












Strategic flexibility provides an approach for tourism destinations to respond more readily to turbulent environments. It is a management method that can assist tourism suppliers to meet the challenges of achieving competitive advantage. The paper also explores the importance that is accorded to the facilitators or drivers of strategic flexibility by Slovenian tourism industry stakeholders along with their performance in actioning these drivers. Importance Performance Analysis suggests the priority strategic actions in order to reduce the risk of strategic drift. The paper concludes with an assessment of the implications of these findings for emerging destinations generally. 








Tourism environments are constantly changing affecting both an organization’s market orientation and its competitive advantage. Constantly changing environments are characterised by changes in magnitude and/ or direction in the values of key environmental variables with considerable uncertainty and unpredictability as to the future values of these variables (Glazer & Weiss 1993; Johnson et al., 2003). Constantly changing environments fall within one of two interactive and interrelated contexts of organizations operating in the destination - the operating environment and the remote environment. 

In respect to business operating environments, the globalization of markets, rapid technological change, shortening of product life cycles and the appearance of new patterns of intense competition continue to foster environmental change and uncertainty for tourism organizations in all sectors of the industry (Nordin, 2005; Dwyer et al., 2009). In contrast, the remote environment comprises those forces and events outside the destination that constrain the strategic options of organization managers but over which management have little or no control. These factors are often characterised as Economic, Political, Social, Demographic, Technological and Environmental. Achieving competitive advantage in times of rapid change requires tourism stakeholders to have a clear understanding of the directions of change and the implications for business or destination management (Dwyer et al., 2009). Tourism stakeholders, and the public and private sectors, need to ensure that tourism policies and planning, product development, and marketing strategies are consistent with those factors that are shaping the behaviour of future tourists. 

The aim of this paper is to understand the types of strategies that facilitate strategic flexibility for tourism stakeholders attempting to achieve competitive advantage at both the firm and destination level. First, it highlights the challenges facing destinations to achieve competitive advantage in their tourism offerings. Second, it argues that the standard frameworks of destination competitiveness have neglected the crucial role that ‘strategic flexibility’ can play in enabling tourism suppliers to meet the challenges of achieving competitive advantage. Some of the more important ‘facilitators’ or ‘drivers’ of strategic flexibility are identified including: the development of core competencies, strategic new product development, improved customer focus, fostering innovation, enhancing networking ability, improving risk management and promoting sustainable development. Third, and to provide a context for the study, the paper explores the importance that is accorded to these facilitators by Slovenian tourism industry stakeholders and their performance in actioning these. The technique employed is Importance-Performance Analysis. Fourth, the paper assesses the implications of these findings for tourism management, providing insights into the capacity of the Slovene tourism industry to be strategically flexible. Topics for further research are then highlighted. In particular, it is argued that tourism organizations should strive for high performance in those activities that facilitate strategic flexibility.

The increasing speed of technological change, rapid shifting of customer preferences, market upheavals and emergence of new global competitors all make for an increasingly uncertain business environment for tourism stakeholders. While the various forces in the external environment of tourism organizations have been explored in some detail (Cetron, 2001; Nordin, 2005; Dwyer et al., 2009) the specific types of strategies that tourism organizations need to develop in response have been relatively neglected. Of particular relevance in the tourism context is the limited guidance provided in the destination competitiveness literature to researchers attempting to understand appropriate strategies for private and public sector organisations in conditions of environmental turbulence. As a consequence of ongoing changes on the demand side, enterprises must be proactive in knowledge creation, product development and knowledge sharing to grow overall destination competitiveness. To date, demand related issues continue to be relatively neglected by researchers on destination competitiveness (Dwyer & Kim, 2003).

These considerations highlight the fact that for tourism firms to remain competitive, along with firms in the value chain, requires significant revision of standard management thinking and strategic process. Many traditional management concepts that have helped to achieve organizational success in stable environments do not effectively prepare organizations for an increasingly dynamic and uncertain future. 

2. The Importance of ‘Strategic Flexibility’
Modifying business strategies to meet emerging opportunities and threats poses an important challenge to tourism firms. A major problem highlighted by Dwyer and Edwards (2009) is that business strategies tend to be characterized by small changes referred to as ‘incrementalism’ (Quinn, 1980ab). Incremental change is perceived by organizations as sensible adaptation to a continually dynamic environment by involving a realignment of corporate strategy with changes in the remote environment rather than a fundamental change in direction (Quinn, 1980ab). When faced with pressures for change, managers often look for incremental strategies, which are familiar to them, to make changes to the way in which they operate (Johnson, 1988). While managers may consider that incremental changes are a sensible way in which to deal with changes that are not wanted they may result in a situation called ‘strategic drift’ (Johnson & Scholes, 1997). 

Strategic drift occurs when an organisation’s strategy gradually moves away from addressing the forces in the external environment with no clear direction, resulting in a temporary or even permanent competitive disadvantage. An organisation only realises that it has lost touch when it is too far removed to be able to retrieve the situation by incremental change (Johnson, 1988, 1992). There is evidence that tourism organisations are particularly vulnerable to suffer strategic drift (Dwyer & Edwards, 2009). One solution that can assist tourism organisations to avoid strategic drift involves strategic flexibility (Sanchez, 1997). 
The extent to which organizations can adapt themselves to constantly changing environments (Shimizu & Hitt, 2004; Rezvani et al., 2011) will influence their performance. Strategic flexibility is “predominantly conceptualized as an ability or set of abilities of a firm to react or respond proactively to changes or opportunities in the environment” (Brozovic and Nordin, 2012). Strategic flexibility requires a firm to act quickly in committing resources to new courses of action in response to change, and act promptly when it is time to halt or reverse resource commitments (Li, Su & Liu, 2010). Strategic flexibility, in essence, facilitates the development of capabilities that enable a business to deliver superior value consistently to its customers (Tuominen et al., 2004; Slater & Narver, 2000; Das & Elango, 1995) through the creation and deployment of flexible organizational strategies. These flexible organizational strategies increase the firm's capability to generate the variety of responses required to maintain a competitive position (Sanchez, 1997; Shimizu & Hitt, 2004). Seven broad categories of facilitators could be considered to characterise a strategic flexibility approach:
Development of core competencies- creation of competences that give the firm strategic options for meeting the demands of the future (Barney, 1991; Rezvani et al., 2011; Combs, Ketchen, Ireland & Webb, 2011).

Product development- firms promptly develop new products and services or upgrade existing, in response to market opportunities and changing technologies (Sanchez, 1995; Zhou & Wu, 2010).

Improved customer focus- in turbulent, dynamic environments firms improve their focus on customer performance directly and indirectly (Wang & Lo, 2004).

Fostering innovation- firms position themselves to take advantage of opportunities for innovation (Sanchez, 1993; Zhou & Wu, 2010).

Stronger networking- firms improve networking capabilities with other enterprises, government agencies industry associations, local population and educational institutions (Ireland, Hitt & Vaidyanath, 2002; Adobor, 2006).

Improving risk management- firms develop risk management strategies to reduce a firm’s exposure to risk (Sanchez, 1993, 1995).

Promoting Sustainable development- firms develop flexible responses to preserving (or even enhancing) the economic, social and environmental resource base (Galbreath & Nicholson, 2009).

These activities are examined below in the context of the Slovenian tourism industry. The importance attached to these activities is identified, as is the performance achieved on each. This examination facilitates an assessment of Slovenian tourism firms’ ability to position themselves to meet the challenges and opportunities presented by a turbulent business environment.

3. Slovenian Tourism in Context
As a relatively new and emerging European tourism destination, Slovenia provides an interesting context to assess destination competitiveness in that it is attempting to achieve and maintain competitive advantage in conditions of environmental turbulence while coping with the additional challenges of transition from a socialist economy to a market based economy. Tourism is a relatively important industry to the Slovenian economy. In 2009 tourists stayed 8.3 million nights, 58 percent of which were by foreign visitors (SORS, 2010). Inbound visitor numbers were 2.72 million in 2009 (SORS, 2010). Foreign tourism earnings were 1.8 billion euro, representing 30 percent of exports of services (Bank of Slovenia, 2010). It is estimated, that in 2010 Slovenian tourism contributed about 12 percent to the economy’s GDP directly and indirectly, and around 13 percent to total employment (World Travel and Tourism Council, 2010). 

Slovenia’s transition from socialism to a market economy system has inevitably impacted upon tourism stakeholders’ values and perceptions and the actions performed to develop the tourism industry. While it possesses attractive natural resources, inflexible or incremental management practices of tourism businesses are argued to have been a major impediment to its achievement of destination competitiveness (Sirše & Mihalic, 1999). This view is supported by Omerzel Gomezelj and Mihalic (2006) who, in a study of destination competitiveness, argued that tourism stakeholders in Slovenia have failed to address sufficiently the problem of creating and adding value to their product offerings resulting in gaps between destination products and tourists’ preferences. The Slovenian hospitality and tourism industry is positioned in the low competitive domestic market and lacks an international orientation (Assaf & Knežević Cvelbar, 2010). The industry suffers from a skill shortage of middle and top managers, probably due to low wages and the absence of training programs (Sibila Lebe et al., 2009). More recent research supports the view that privatization has had a positive effect on Slovene tourism with evidence that firms under private ownership perform better in respect of strategies for product development, internationalization, marketing and sustainability (Assaf & Knežević Cvelbar, 2011; Žabkar, Makovec Brenčič & Dmitrovič, 2011; Mihalic, Knežević Cvelbar & Žabkar, 2009).

Tourism managers in Slovenia will need to foster the activities that enhance the strategic flexibility of their organizations (public and private) if they are to meet the challenges and opportunities to achieve competitive advantages in today’s turbulent operating and remote environments.

4. Method
To determine the importance that Slovenian tourism managers accord to the facilitators or drivers that underpin strategic flexibility and their performance in actioning these drivers, the researchers employed the technique of Importance-Performance Analysis IPA. IPA is a well-documented tool to identify and assess firms’ management strategies. IPA is based on the conceptual foundations of multi-attribute choice models (Edwards & Newman 1982; Martilla & James, 1977). The key objective of IPA is diagnostic in nature, facilitating the identification of attributes for which, a product or service underperforms or over performs. Essentially, IPA combines measures of attribute importance and performance into a two-dimensional grid in which performance is measured using the same set of attributes as importance to facilitate attribute comparison via the IPA grid. The application of IPA extends to a wide range of fields, including analyses of service quality (e.g., Ennew et al., 1993), travel and tourism (Go & Zhang, 1997; Zhang & Chow, 2004; Oh 2001; Hudson et al., 2004; Enright & Newton 2004), and leisure and recreation (Hollenhorst et al., 1992). IPA has particular advantages in analysing destination competitiveness since it can be used to identify improvement opportunities as well as to guide strategic planning efforts (Dwyer et al., 2011).

To assess the strategic flexibility of Slovenian tourism firms, the authors reexamined survey data (see Dwyer et al., 2011) collected from 163 tourism stakeholders in Slovenia across different sectors of the industry. The forty-eight action statements included in the survey were identified from Dwyer and Edwards (2009) and Dwyer et al., (2009). These action statements were previously identified by Dwyer et al., (2009) as strategies that could foster flexible and agile decision makers, assisting firms to avoid strategic drift. Using face validity, the 48 action statements were grouped under the seven broad strategic categories that could be seen to characterize a strategic flexibility approach: developing core competencies, new product development, improved customer focus, fostering innovation, stronger networking, improving risk management and promoting sustainable development. Respondents were asked to rank the importance of each action statement in general on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (action is not important at all) to 5 (action is very important). At the same time they were asked to rate the performance of the Slovene tourism industry for each of the stated 48 action statements on the Likert scale from 1 poor performance to 5 high performance. 

The IPA grid presents statement’s values or category mean values. Strategy Type data means are used here as they discriminate among categories of attributes to identify performance gaps and priorities for strategy development (Figure 1). The seven strategy types that facilitate strategic flexibility are highlighted in Figure 1. The 48 action statements comprising these strategy types and their mean scores are listed in Tables 2-8. As shown in Table 1, the average importance ranking of the set of activities is 4.41, while the average performance ranking is 3.00. 

The sample frame for the study was a list of 500 tourism stakeholders from two sources -the Slovenian Tourism Board and Ministry of Economy (Slovenian Tourism Board, 2010) contained governmental, industry, NGO and research and education sector representatives. The sample frame was stratified according to sector, geographical location and in the case of private operators, size. In each of the strata, simple random sampling was applied. An online survey took place in May and June 2010 and An on-line survey was developed and sent to 163 tourism stakeholders in Slovenia across different sectors of the industry. Eighty-one (49%) useable responses were received. The response rate is above typical response rates for industrial mail surveys (Diamantopoulos & Schlegelmilch, 1996). A chi-square test did not show significant differences in the distribution of the sent questionnaires and received responses.  

5. Results
Table 1 presents the mean scores and reliabilities for the importance and performance scales. The high alpha values indicate good internal consistency among items within each category.  





Figure.1 displays the data means for both importance and performance for each of the seven types of facilitators of a firm’s strategic flexibility. Some researchers refer to the examination of the difference between importance and performance as 'gap analysis' (e.g. Ford & Ford. 1999). Figure 1 shows that respondents consistently rated importance higher than performance for each type of activity. According to the paired sample T-tests, all importance and performance means were found to be significantly different at the .000 level. 






Fig. 1 shows that, of the seven facilitators or drivers of strategic flexibility, the most important were new product development, fostering innovation and stronger networking, promoting sustainable development and developing core competences. In terms of performance, respondents believe that Slovene tourism managers are performing relatively well in respect of innovation, new product development and network developments, while relatively under performing in risk management, developing core competences and promoting sustainable development. The drivers with the largest gap between importance and performance are core competencies, followed by promoting sustainable tourism, new product development and fostering stronger networking. 

Figure 2 displays the IPA grid positions for the strategic flexibility facilitator types rather than specific actions. The axes are based on the actual means (Deng, 2007) of 4.41 for importance and 3.00 for performance over the 48 specific actions. Facilitator categories that received the highest scores included product development, innovation and networking activity. The good news is that firms can keep up the good work in these categories. The category that received the lowest rating was improving risk management. Although it is a low performing category, when compared to its importance rating the category can be considered a low strategic priority at present. Located in the possible overkill quadrant of the grid is customer focus indicating that firms could be considered as over performing in this category.

The most significant findings are those which are perceived to be highly important but the performance is below average. The implication is that these are strategic flexibility categories where attention is most required. Thus firms would be recommended to concentrate on the development of core competencies and achieving sustainable development. 

Figure 2. IPA Grid by Facilitator Type

Facilitator Type 1: Development of core competencies
Facilitator Type 2: Product development 
Facilitator Type 3: Improved customer focus 
Facilitator Type 4: Fostering innovation 
Facilitator Type 5: Stronger networking 
Facilitator Type 6: Improving risk management 
Facilitator Type 7: Promoting Sustainable development 

To highlight more detailed policy implications of the information contained in Figure 2, we address the specific importance-performance estimates falling under each of the seven facilitator types. Each activity statement is assigned a ranking according to its mean importance score and mean performance score. The results, for each of the seven activity categories, are discussed below.

Developing Core Competencies – Concentrate here
To develop strategic flexibility firms must have the knowledge and skills to make the changes needed to gain an advantage in the new competitive landscape (Narver & Slater, 1990; Woodruff, 1997). Overall, survey respondents ranked the importance of activities associated with development of core competencies as 5th from the 7 identified strategy categories whilst the performance of core competencies is ranked as 6th from the 7 identified activity categories (Table 2). The strategic areas of developing core competences face the highest risk of experiencing strategic drift and thus should attract the immediate actions of tourism managers. 

Table 2. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Developing Core Competencies
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
The new generation of managers in tourism and hospitality must have the knowledge content, and the adaptive capabilities to apply their knowledge in contexts of change	1	4.82	2.85	32
The principles and practices of Sustainable Tourism should be placed into all tourism and hospitality curricula	5	4.80	3.20	13
Tourism/Hospitality education should prepare students for a proactive, leadership role in a rapidly changing industry 	10	4.72	2.95	28
Tourism managers need to have sound knowledge of e-commerce and use of IT to achieve competitive advantage	10	4.72	3.47	4
As a basis for tourism planning, policy and marketing destination managers should explore what assets exist in their  country that cannot be replicated 	22	4.57	3.33	6
Tourism employees should understand how the tourism industry operates across all industry sectors	33	4.23	2.80	35
Re-skill an aging population to become involved in the tourism industry	43	3.91	2.36	46
Tourism firms should be educated as to the importance of lifelong learning through ongoing training	46	3.70	2.32	48
Overall position and mean value for this category	5/7	4.43	2.91	6/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 

There are three actions in this category for which respondents perceive the industry to be performing well: the principles and practices of sustainable tourism should be placed firmly into all tourism and hospitality curricula; tourism managers need to have sound knowledge of e-commerce and use of IT to achieve competitive advantage; and as a basis for tourism planning, policy and marketing destination managers should explore what assets exist in their country that cannot be replicated. Three strategic flexibility actions are considered to be low priority for respondents: “tourism employees understanding how the tourism industry operates”, “re-skilling an aging population for the tourism industry” and “educating firms as to the importance of lifelong learning through ongoing training” are all considered low priorities areas in terms of a firms strategic flexibility. 

Actions that respondents consider to require greater strategic flexibility are “the new generation of managers in Slovene tourism and hospitality must have the knowledge content and the adaptive capabilities to apply their knowledge in contexts of change” and “tourism/hospitality education should prepare students for a proactive, leadership role in a rapidly changing industry”. The data indicate that there is a need for tourism firms to increase their investment in educating tourism managers to develop flexible management capabilities. Educational institutions should be cognisant of incorporating adaptive capabilities and leadership topics in their tourism and hospitality curricula. 

Promoting Sustainable Development – Concentrate here
The second category that requires managerial attention by Slovenian tourism managers is sustainable development. It is generally agreed that firms which are flexible in responding to changing environments perform better than those that do not, while the higher the environmental complexity that can be handled by a firm the higher the level of its adaptability and the better the chances of its long term survival (Tuominen et al., 2004).

The performance of Slovenian tourism stakeholders in respect of sustainability related activities was rated quite well in a number of areas. The highest performers, that “firms are achieving sustainability in their operations”, that “tourism development is enhancing the recreational and leisure opportunities for local communities” and that “sustainability principles should underpin tourism development”, are rated the 14th, 15th and 16th highest performers respectively across the whole strategy type. Activities rated relatively lowest in performance, included the “development of climate-friendly and climate-proof alternatives facilities”, “encouragement of volunteering in tourism” and “attempting to maximise net benefits from reducing greenhouse gas emissions”.

Respondents acknowledged that greater strategic flexibility is required in three important areas “industry and government working together to mitigate and adapt to climate change”, “the tourism industry contributing to wider efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants” and “the tourism industry undertaking climate-friendly and climate-proof alternatives”.  

Table 3. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Promoting Sustainable Development
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Tourism enterprises must engage in long-term planning.	6	4.76	3.04	23
Tourism should promote itself to the community emphasizing its benefits for the community	7	4.74	3.07	22
Sustainability principles should underpin tourism development	8	4.73	3.13	16
Industry should embrace ‘clean green’ tourism to reduce the environmental effects of its operations	14	4.68	3.08	20
Industry and government should work together to mitigate and adapt to climate change	18	4.64	2.67	41
Tourism development should also increase the recreational and leisure opportunities for local communities	20	4.58	3.14	15
Trade in tourism should be ‘‘fair’’ in its distribution of the rewards of tourism to different stakeholders	20	4.58	3.04	23
Firms must aim to achieve sustainability in their operations if the destination as a whole is to conform to sustainability principles.	22	4.57	3.19	14
The tourism industry should contribute to wider efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants	25	4.53	2.77	39
The tourism industry should put in place climate-friendly and climate-proof alternatives	25	4.53	2.73	40
A long-term vision is necessary to adopt environmentally appropriate management strategies	34	4.21	2.99	25
An aging population should be encouraged to undertake volunteering in tourism at the destination	36	4.17	2.67	41
Consumers should be educated to purchase tourism products which match environmental constraints	37	4.16	2.89	31
Destinations seek to increase resident  awareness and reputation of domestic holidays	38	4.14	3.11	17
Green’ business strategies can increase profits	39	4.13	2.84	33
The benefits of reducing greenhouse gas emissions and other pollutants will outweigh the costs involved	42	4.05	2.62	42
Overall position and mean value for this category	4/7	4.45	2.94	5/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 


Several activities related to mitigating and/or adapting to climate change were accorded relatively low importance by respondents. Perhaps the low importance rating for these activities is linked with skepticism that “green business strategies are profitable”, and that “the benefits of reducing greenhouse gas emissions warrant the costs involved”. The generally complacent attitude of Slovenian industry to climate change issues contrasts with the greater importance given to this in other destinations (Dwyer et al., 2009). 

Resident awareness of and the reputation of domestic tourism was accorded relatively low importance. This is inconsistent with trends globally wherein more attention is being paid to domestic tourism as potentially significant for destinations, not only in its own right, but as an import replacement and programs that educate the local community about tourism opportunities (Backer, 2007)

A  sustainability focus involves awareness of the importance of developing a tourism industry that delivers economic, environmental and social goals which are net beneficial, as opposed to adoption of a growth ethic unconcerned with long-term sustainability. The responses of the Slovenian tourism industry stakeholders indicate that, overall, a more concentrated effort needs to be accorded to sustainability issues.

Product Development - Keep up the Good Work
Slovenian tourism managers are aware that competitive advantage can be achieved by delivering superior quality products and services to customers. Overall, survey respondents ranked the activities associated with the importance of new product development as 1st from the 7 identified categories of activities and performance with product development as 2nd from the 7 identified categories of activities (Figure 1).

Strategic flexibility can enhance a firm’s ability to respond promptly to market opportunities and changing technologies, creating and delivering what customers really value thereby enhancing the performance of a firm (Sanchez, 1995). As shown in Table 4, three statements relevant to product development were rated equal 2nd in the entire list of activities. That is, operators should become ‘experience providers’ developing personal encounters and authentic experiences, products should continually be refreshed, and product development and marketing should be targeted and increasingly theme based.

Table 4. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Product Development
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Operators should become ‘experience providers’ developing personal encounters, and authentic experiences 	2	4.81	3.24	11
To maintain survival tourism firms should ensure products are continually refreshed.	2	4.81	3.26	9
Product development and marketing should be targeted and increasingly theme based	2	4.81	3.25	10
To ensure consistency in the marketing message, operators should collaborate with destination managers on the ‘fit’ between destination products and visitor preferences	8	4.73	2.82	34
New product development should harmonize with the destination assets and brand	12	4.69	3.32	7
Tourism firms should create niche products based on the strengths of local assets for use by local communities as well as visitors	16	4.65	3.11	17
Destination managers and tourism firms should create experiences in their destinations that differentiate themselves from other destinations 	29	4.40	2.96	26
New product development should not be too reliant on environmentally and culturally sensitive assets	47	3.57	2.95	28
Overall position and mean value for this category	1/7	4.56	3.11	2/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 


Slovenian industry stakeholders also recognize the importance of a good ‘fit’ between destination products and visitor preferences rating it 8th overall. The need for consistency in the marketing message is evident. Also rated as relatively important was new product development that harmonizes with the destination assets and brand and the creation of niche products based on the strengths of local assets for use by local communities as well as visitors. Respondents rated the creation of experiences to differentiate Slovenia from other destinations as relatively low.. Curiously, the statement that new product development should not be too reliant on environmentally and culturally sensitive assets was accorded the second lowest importance of all statements (47th). This suggests that the industry may view environmentally and culturally sensitive assets as important to the development new products. 

Slovenia is considered to perform relatively well on most of the activities related to product development rating harmony with the destination assets and brand as the leading performer in this category (7th overall) followed by product refreshment and ‘experience provision’.. One activity which is perceived as not performing well is in ensuring consistency in marketing messages and collaborating with destination managers on the ‘fit’ between destination products and visitor preferences. 

Innovation - Keep up the Good Work
Strategic flexibility has a strong positive association with a high level of innovativeness, as confirmed by empirical findings (Tidd, 2001). As shown in Table 5, overall, survey Slovenian respondents ranked the importance of activities associated with innovation as 2nd in importance from the 7 identified types of strategies. The statement “Smaller players can benefit from web technology as the Internet makes it possible for small businesses to connect directly to consumers” is rated 12th in importance overall. This is not surprising given the small size of the destination compared to its main competitors and its lack of homegrown major global players. 

Table 5. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Fostering Innovation
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Smaller players can benefit from web technology as the Internet makes it possible for small businesses to connect directly to consumers 	12	4.69	3.68	2
Innovation in products and services should be customer orientated	27	4.52	3.41	5
Operators should seek new technologies to improve the interpretation of tourism attractions 	27	4.52	3.32	7
Tourism firms should engage communities such as YouTube, Twitter, Flickr, Facebook, mySpace and Second Life	35	4.20	2.96	26
Overall position and mean value for this category	2/7	4.48	3.34	1/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 

The statements “Innovation in products and services should be customer orientated” and “Operators should seek new technologies to improve the interpretation of tourism attractions” are rated a lowly equal 27th. The relatively low importance accorded to customer focus in innovation is consistent with the discussion in the previous section. While theorists claim that the success of tourism enterprises will continue to hinge on their efforts to add value to products and services through the use of technology (Buhalis, 2000), Slovenian industry stakeholders consider this type of innovation to be less important than other ways to achieve competitive advantage. 

Overall, Slovenia is perceived to be performing quite well in terms of small businesses use of web technology to connect directly to consumers, customer oriented product and service innovation, and use of new technologies to improve the interpretation of tourism attractions. The engagement of tourism firms in online communities is perceived to be relatively poor. 

Networking - Keep up the Good Work
Flexible responses to changes in the remote environment will require enterprise managers to improve networking capabilities with other enterprises, government agencies and industry associations. Table 6 shows that Slovenian respondents ranked the activities associated with networking as 3rd overall in both importance and performance from the 7 identified categories of activities.  

Performance in networking was perceived to vary. Tourism firms were regarded as performing relatively well in forming  partnerships with online intermediaries to help them communicate their message (3rd) but less well in respect of forming strategic alliances for destination marketing and product development, and increasing business efficiencies and improving communication along value chains. Value chains are a way of representing the series of transactions from the provision of inputs for a primary product to primary production, transformation, marketing to final consumption and subsequent recycling (Braun, 2007a). This is an area which requires attention by the Slovene tourism industry.

Forming partnerships with online intermediaries to communicate the firms’ message ranked low in importance but high in performance indicating that they are seen as areas in which they are over performing (located in the ‘possible overkill’ quadrant). However the ability of firms collectively to leverage their knowledge-related capabilities in order to build new network core competencies and create synergies of knowledge are important for shaping competition in years to come. 

Table 6.  Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Stronger Networking
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Tourism firms should form strategic alliances for such purposes as destination marketing and product development	16	4.65	2.79	37
Networks or alliances of people along value chains is a good strategy to increase business efficiencies and improve communication along the chains	19	4.61	2.93	30
Tourism firms should form partnerships with online intermediaries to help them communicate their message	39	4.13	3.59	3
Overall position and mean value for this category	3/7	4.46	3.10	3/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 

Improving Risk Management - Low Priority
Strategic flexibility can reduce a firm’s exposure to risk. Indeed, the need to focus on risk and crisis management readiness is one of the realities of doing business in today's tourism environment (Ritchie, 2008). In contrast, as revealed in Table 7, the Slovenian industry respondents’ generally did not regard risk management as relatively high in importance. The highest importance rating within this category was that “destination managers should make tourists’ feel safe and secure while in the destination to maintain destination competitiveness”. 
Table 7. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Improving Risk Management
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Destination managers should make tourists’ feel safe and secure while in the destination to maintain destination competitiveness	22	4.57	3.79	1
Governments and operators should develop risk management strategies for tourism to deal with future crises	30	4.39	2.45	45
Tourism managers should ensure that risk management strategies are part of a firms’ business management plans	41	4.12	2.47	44
Communicating a destination’s risk management strategies is important to maintaining destination attractiveness	48	3.08	2.33	47
Overall position and mean value for this category	7/7	4.04	2.76	7/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 

Slovenia’s safety and security as a destination is perceived to be the area which delivers the highest performance of any of the activities rated. The relatively poor performance achieved on the other risk management activities is noteworthy. Destination policy, planning and development must be carefully created and balanced so that tourists are safe and secure so far as is possible but also comfortable with the level of both their security and their privacy (Beirman, 2010). In today’s world, a tragic event that is regarded as having been avoidable can be enough to severely erode destination image. Overall, survey respondents ranked the importance and performance of activities associated with risk management as lowest from the 7 identified categories of activities.

Improved Customer Focus - Possible Overkill
As discussed above, the Slovene tourism industry will need to serve not only a more demanding and knowledgeable consumer, but also one who is more able and adventurous, discerning, quality conscious, individualistic and desiring self-improvement. Survey respondents ranked the importance of improved customer focus as 6th from the 7 identified categories of activities. 

Table 8. Strategic Flexibility Facilitator: Improved Customer Focus
Statement	Overall Rank by Importance	Mean (N=81)*	Overall Rank by Performance
		Importance	Performance	
Tourism firms should use database marketing to understand, communicate and build relationships with key target markets	14	4.68	3.26	11
A yield focus is more important than a tourist numbers focus, for a  winning destination strategy	31	4.31	2.79	37
Tourism operators should shift promotion of the functional benefits of their products and services to the emotional benefits 	32	4.27	3.11	17
Visitor needs should be balanced with a destination’s environmental objectives	43	3.91	2.80	35
There is a need to re-create authentic rural experiences in urban environments to bring the ‘destination’ experience to visitors 	45	3.86	3.08	20
Overall position and mean value for this category	6/7	4.21	3.01	4/7
*All paired sample tests for differences between importance and performance means for each action, are statistically significant at .001 level. 

Overall, however, Slovenia is considered to be performing ‘middlingly’ in respect of customer focus, coming in at 4th in the set of 7 identified activities. Of the activities associated with customer focus Slovenia performs relatively highly only in respect of database marketing (11th), followed by emphasizing emotional benefits of tourism products and need to re-create authentic rural experiences in urban environments. A yield focus is still not a high performance strategy of the Slovene tourism operators nor is balancing the visitors need with the destination environmental objectives. 

Table 8 shows that respondents consider firms using database marketing to understand, communicate and build relationships and promoting the emotional benefits of their products and services as activities in which they should maintain good work. This superior competence can give firms the capability to generate and act with strategic flexibility on knowledge about competitor actions and reactions, which enable them to achieve competitive advantages and superior customer-focused performance (Narver and Slater, 1990; Woodruff, 1997).

Balancing the visitors need with the destinations environmental objectives (35th) is an area that is currently considered as a low priority while recreating authentic rural experiences in urban environments is considered as an area of overkill. However new products and services which Slovenian respondents rate as important to develop, cannot be developed effectively in isolation from customers. A number of profit impact of market strategies (PIMS) studies have provided empirical support for positive quality-profitability relationships (e.g., Buzzell and Gale, 1987; Zeithaml, 1988; Rust et al., 1995). Appreciating the need to take alternative courses of action in the area of a yield focus, suggests an appropriate assessment of customer needs (De Brentani, 1995) for the Slovenian tourism sector.

One must be careful in basing policy on these results. ‘Possible overkill’ for the strategy type does not imply that Slovenian tourism managers should not look for increased efficiencies in areas such as relationship marketing, database mining to improve relationships with past, current and future customers and using websites to personalize marketing messages and target different market segments.  

6. Conclusions  
The environments in which tourism firms operate meet the characteristics of what management theorists call ‘turbulent environments’, affecting both the organization’s market orientation and its competitive advantage. In turbulent environments a firm can achieve competitive advantage by creating strategic flexibility in the form of alternative courses of action-or strategic options-available to the firm for competing in product markets. It was argued that business managers in tourism need to reorient their thinking from the traditional emphasis on attaining strategic fit to that of building strategic flexibility in their organizations. There are no absolute measures of strategic flexibility and even within a single firm different types of flexibilities and inflexibilities may exist concurrently. The paper identified several types of facilitators that underpin strategic flexibility. It was argued that attention to these facilitators can enhance the strategic flexibility of tourism firms to cope with the environmental turbulence that sets the context for their operations. The context of study was Slovenia, an emerging European destination which is widely regarded as not fulfilling its tourism potential to date. 

The traditional IPA grid helped us to group facilitators of strategic flexibility according to their importance and current performance in action. IPA shows that there are a number of areas in which the Slovene tourism industry appears to be underperforming in activities that promote strategic flexibility in their operations. The need for immediate action ‘concentrate here’ was identified in respect of activities related to the development of core competencies, followed by development of sustainable tourism. Product development, fostering innovation and stronger networking each fell into the category of ‘keep up the good work’. Maintaining strategic flexibility on these activities will assist the tourism industry to underpin Slovenia’s competitive advantage. Alertness is required however for the ‘low priority’ category of improving risk management and ‘possible overkill’ in terms of customer focus as these are categories that can be highly susceptible to turbulent environments. 

While the results provide insights into Slovenia’s state of readiness both to achieve and maintain destination competitive advantage compared to alternative destinations in conditions of environmental turbulence, they also have relevance for all tourism destinations. It was argued that in environments characterised by a high rate of change, the implementation of a flexible strategy will lead to higher performance. Managers and researchers generally can benefit from a better understanding of how market focused strategic flexibility can be developed in the firm and to promote its objectives. Strategic flexibility enables firms to explore new opportunities effectively as well as exploit those opportunities efficiently, to change their strategic focus easily as well as develop strategic direction, and to change their dominating norms and values as well as correct deviations from essential norms and values. 
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